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JUVENILE DETENTION CENTER INVESTIGATIVE REPORT  

ON CONDITIONS FOR YOUTH WITH MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS  

 
TRENTON - Child Advocate Kevin M. Ryan released today a comprehensive report on the 
conditions of care for youth with mental health needs in New Jersey’s 17 county juvenile 
detention centers. The Office of the Child Advocate (OCA) report culminates a yearlong 
investigation and finds that: 
 

• many juvenile detention centers in New Jersey are commonly forced to house 
children above their rated capacities and are therefore overcrowded; 

• youth with mental and behavioral health issues languish in detention for 
extensive periods of time in violation of State law;  

• detention centers are grossly ill-equipped to care for youth with serious 
emotional disturbances; and 

• youth with mental health needs are at great risk in these facilities.  
 
The OCA obtained and analyzed records from three detention centers and discovered nearly 100 
suicide threats or attempts between January 2004 and August 2004, a telling indicator of severe 
mental health distress among youth.  
 
“The county juvenile detention centers have wrongly become the default placement where 
thousands of our kids with mental health needs are stowed away,” said Ryan. “Our most 
vulnerable kids are languishing without mental health care behind bars, even though the vast 
majority of them are non-violent.  They could safely live with their families or in their 
communities if the State’s mental health system worked.  Their confinement is often unjust, not 
humane, and in many instances illegal.” 
 
Thousands of children are confined in county detention centers each year even after the family 
court orders the Department of Human Services (DHS) to provide them with a child welfare or 
mental health placement.  State law directs that “when a juvenile has been adjudicated delinquent 
and is awaiting transfer to a dispositional alternative that does not involve a secure residential or 
out-of-home placement and continued detention is necessary, the juvenile shall be transferred to 
a non-secure facility." Their continued detention is a plain violation of the law. 



 
With over 11,000 new admissions to New Jersey’s detention centers annually, and 935 youth, on 
average, in detention centers daily, the OCA report indicates approximately 200 youth with 
serious mental health disorders are in county detention centers on any given day. Many of those 
children are simply waiting for a placement or services from the DHS. 
 
“Every day that we fail to act leads to another night for 200 kids across this State go to bed in 
juvenile detention facilities, some very overcrowded already, because they can't find mental 
health services in the community,” said Ryan. 
 
The OCA’s review of detention center records revealed many incidents in which young people, 
displaying symptoms of serious mental health disorder, were involved in dangerous interactions 
with staff or other youth. The report discloses incidents where youth with acute mental health 
issues became involved in dangerous and self-destructive behavior, including numerous suicide 
attempts, after being confined behind bars without any treatment for months.  
 
The OCA found that although youth in detention waiting for non-secure homes are entitled to 
Medicaid coverage, they do not now receive it because of an overly broad exclusion in State 
regulations. That exclusion is inconsistent with federal law and forfeits $600,000 annually in 
federal Medicaid dollars to the counties.  
 
The OCA report makes recommendations to the New Jersey Juvenile Justice Commission (JJC), 
the New Jersey DHS, the New Jersey Division of Medical Assistance and Health Services, 
Union County, as well as multi-agency recommendations to state and county entities.  
 
The OCA recommends that DHS prioritize existing resources within the Child Welfare Reform 
Plan to serve youth most in need, and illegally institutionalized and detained children are among 
those whose need is most exigent. The OCA recommends the JJC enforce statutory prohibitions 
against overcrowding in detention centers and revise the Manual of Standards for detention 
centers to improve conditions for youth. Despite the fact that State law specifically prohibits the 
placement of any juvenile in a county detention center that has reached its maximum population 
capacity, the law is regularly ignored.   
 
The report outlines a number of steps that New Jersey should take to ensure that youth in, and 
released from, detention centers receive the Medicaid coverage to which they are entitled. The 
OCA strongly recommends Union County take immediate, significant and affirmative steps to 
launch its proposed construction of a new detention center in the next 60 days. 
 
The Child Advocate thanked the members of the OCA staff who led the year-long investigation, 
notably Arburta Jones, David Kelly, Brian Hancock, Karen Baldoni and Alison Zuvich. In 
concert with his statutory authority, Ryan indicated OCA will monitor the implementation of 
these recommendations on an ongoing basis and take other action as necessary to ensure the 
safety and well-being of children.  The OCA, created by statute in September 2003, is an 
independent monitor in New Jersey, armed by statute with the power of subpoena, the power to 
investigate and hold public hearings, and the power to sue the State. 


